Abstract. Large scale war-displacement during the 1990s in Bosnia and Herzegovina greatly altered the demography of that country and caused severe damage to its social fabric. However, until now few studies have addressed the nexus of social capital and reintegration there in areas with high rates of return. This study is focused on relational practices relevant to the social environment and people in Prijedor, Zvornik, and Novo Goražde, three well-known returnee municipalities. This author's fi ndings suggest that reintegration is critically linked to mobilisation of various forms of social capital during all phases of the return process, and point to overlooked grass-roots activism which goes on despite the unfavourable political and socio-economic situation in the country. Positive development takes place when there is litt le political interference at local community level in a strong civil society. It requires strong leaders and social initiative takers among formal and informal returnee associations as well as resourceful individual returnees, all of which working together shape and lead reintegration activities.
Introduction. Social Capital and the Reintegration of War-Displaced Persons in Bosnia and Herzegovina
Refugees, internally displaced persons and those aiding them are faced with myriad problems upon return to their homes. Voluntary return is inevitably connected with the notion of sustainability, often defi ned in terms of access to basic human rights and dignifi ed living standards that, in turn, minimise the risk of further displacement. For that reason, scholars recommend the use of a 'sustainable livelihoods' framework in which livelihoods are considered 'sustainable' if they can be maintained without external aid. Three further guaran-tees of safety and dignity are considered essential: 1) the guarantee of physical safety, which is held to include the right to freedom of movement, protection from physical att ack or harassment, and access to areas free of anti-personnel mines; 2) the guarantee of legal safety, to include non-discriminatory access and exercise of civil, economic, social, political, and cultural rights; 3) the guarantee of material safety, which includes access to food, clean drinking water, shelter, health services, and education. 1 In practice, however, sustainable return is diffi cult to achieve and return programmes tend to fall short of these theoretical ideals. 2 The cross-case analysis of return programmes implemented by national authorities with international support for refugees and internally displaced persons (IDPs) in Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), Afghanistan, Iraq, and Burundi, has shown that far too many have been left without a viable future. That has been the result of measures rendered inadequate mainly because of 'a widely shared but fl awed assumption that the need to create a future for returnees is satisfi ed by restoring them to their prior lives; a lack of long-term engagement by implementing authorities; and a focus on rural reintegration when many refugees and IDPs are returning to urban areas'. 3 The sett lement of returnees in all four of the countries mentioned was conditioned by the possibility of recreating sustainable livelihoods, fi nding peaceful living conditions, and ensuring access to health care, education, and employment opportunities and the ability to enjoy full rights of citizenship.
There have been few empirical studies of generally positive indicators and mechanisms of reintegration upon return of refugees to post-confl ict societies, although plenty of research has been done on what factors contribute to integration of refugees into the countries they go to to seek asylum. For instance, a comprehensive study on the indicators of the integration of refugees in the United Kingdom clearly shows that relationships within communities were perceived by refugees as being of the most signifi cant relevance not only in securing livelihoods but for their overall integration. 4 Furthermore, in the UNHCR's 2009 desk review comparing the returnee contexts of Afghanistan, Liberia, and Sudan, it was acknowledged that the social network in rural areas facilitates diff erent forms of relief for returnees even if only temporarily. Diffi culties of reintegration into urban areas, on the other hand, were related also to absence of social networks, which in the Afghan context particularly aff ected women returning alone or as heads of households. 5 Social networks and community support mechanisms are deemed to be important factors for the process of return and reintegration, even more so in the context of intra-state confl icts which damage a nation's social capital, which is to say the norms, values, and social relations that bind communities. 6 In turn, such developments aff ect the bridges between communal groups (civil society) and the state, as well as their ability to recover after the cessation of hostilities. It is therefore argued that 'even if other forms of capital are replenished, economic and social development will be hindered unless social capital stocks are restored'. 7 Likewise, in its Dialogue on Voluntary Repatriation and Sustainable Reintegration in Africa the UNHCR declares that 'experience shows that if the issue of sustainability or reintegration for refugees and displaced populations is not addressed properly, the countries concerned will almost inevitably slide back into confl ict'. 8 As a result of the war-induced displacement of the 1990s in BiH, the demography of the country has been radically altered, severely aff ecting the overall social fabric at the individual, household, and societal level. 9 Moreover, The General Framework Agreement for Peace (GFAP) in the Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA) in 1995 divided the formerly multi-ethnic republic into two entities and one independent district separated along ethnic lines. GFAP also brought about a political and administrative division that directly impacted on waruk/20110218135832/htt p:/rds.homeoffi ce.gov.uk/rds/pdfs04/dpr28.pdf; Ross Deuchar, 'People Look at Us, the Way We Dress, and They Think We're Gangsters': Bonds, Bridges displaceds' prospects for return by having them face an ethnic minority position upon return to their home places. 10 Moreover, it also undermined interpersonal and communal trust and made a diff erence to the norms and values that underlie cooperation and collective action for the common good. 11 To date, in the long-lasting process of return, led by international and national actors the most challenging task, has been the reintegration of returnees as regulated by the state document Revised Strategy for the Implementation of Annex VII of DPA (the Revised Strategy). 12 When compared to BiH's prewar demographics, it becomes clear that overall, return eff orts have produced rather mixed results. 13 Research and fi eld reports by diff erent actors suggest that a signifi cant percentage of registered returnees have not remained in their places of return i.e. their prewar homes, but rather have moved to areas where their ethnic group is the majority, where they fi nd bett er life opportunities. 14 12 The process consisted of these three succeeding stages: i) creation of safe conditions, ii) return of property, and iii) reconstruction of property and reintegration. The Revised Strategy gives priority to the provision of sustainability of return in four segments of access to and practice of returnees' rights: health, education, labour and employment, and social and pension/ disability insurance. Actors involved in this process are above all government authorities on the state level (BiH Ministry of Human Rights and Refugees as a coordinating body), ministries on refugees and displaced persons on entity and cantonal levels, and municipality authorities. have re-emigrated, permanently leaving the country. Moreover, a substantial number of returnees remain in delicate situations, lacking dignifi ed living conditions and in need of multifaceted support if they are to achieve sustainable return. 15 Minority returnees-that is, returnees who live in areas where their ethnic group are the minority-are of particular concern because many of them face structural discrimination in exercising their social and economic rights. 16 On that point indeed, there is an extensive body of literature covering the return of Bosnian refugees and IDPs that points to macro-and micropolitical as well as socio-economic realities, posing structural obstacles for returnees to their home communities. 17 Apart from the Revised Strategy with its recommendations for the improvement of returnee rights, there exist no country-wide policies nor government programmes for ensuring full access to and enjoyment of those rights. There is no tool to evaluate access to them (nor any sanctioning mechanism when they are denied) based on the bott om-up approach that naturally also involves returnees' own voices. 18 Such an approach to sustainable return programmes and policies normally rests on evidence-based research that considers social capital stocks in returnee communities as being relevant to their reintegration. 19 However, since the cessation of hostilities in BiH, only a few studies have addressed the state of social capital there. 20 The common insights from those studies are that the level of generalised trust in society is low. 21 On the other hand, they also demonstrate that BiH is a society of strong, locally-based ties among family members, friends, and neighbours. Three out of four studies address to some extent the state of social capital within the returnee communities, but there is no data available on social networks in areas with high rates of return-apart from one local study based on a social action method in Janja, a Bosniak returnee community near Bijeljina. That study affi rms the recovery of prewar social ties and trust within the neighbourhood as being crucial to the sustainable return of the three thousand war-displaced persons there. 22 In addition, research on early return in Eastern Bosnia shows that despite many diff erent postwar impediments, relations among neighbours appear to be functioning well in many returnee enclaves, including in ethnically mixed communities. 23 Likewise, a number of ethnographic studies of displaced persons, individual returnees, or returnee communities in BiH, all indicate a similarly important role for social networks during the processes of re-establishment of livelihoods at various levels of society. 24 In line with the earlier work mentioned above, this present study was based on the research assumption that sustainable return to post-Dayton BiH is not exclusively related to ensuring a foundation for reconstruction and reintegration based on returnees' rights, but rather depends on sociocultural home-making or -remaking practices relevant to people's relationships with each other and with their space. Accordingly, the objective of this study was to investigate the state and potential role of social capital in the reintegration of returnees at local level, which has been a missing link in the implementation of sustainability projects so far.
The following research question fi gured prominently: 'What types of social capital are present among the returnees, and how does the use of available social networks and social ties aff ect reintegration in their returnee communities?'
In order to test those propositions we used a range of social capital indicators, drawing on Putnam's and Woolcock's types of social connections. 25 Accordingly, social bonding refers to horizontal relations between persons who share similarities (ethnic, religious, family connections and neighbours), social bridging refers to ties between diff erent social groups and social linking refers to vertical connections between individuals or groups (e.g. state authority-citizens). A detailed list of indicators used is available at Annex 1.
Micro Case Studies of Successful Reintegration Practices
This research rests on cross-case analysis of micro case studies of successful reintegration practices in three purposely selected municipalities, all well-known for high percentages of registered active return and deemed to be positive cases of returnee reintegration, as agreed by returnees, competent authorities, NGOs, and international actors involved in diff erent initiatives among and between returnees and other community members.
Secondary Data Collection (Selection of Case Studies)
We collected the following data: First, a desk-based analysis was done of the current reintegration programmes and instruments employed on behalf of the key stakeholders in BiH for the implementation of the Revised Strategy. That analysis was then paralleled with research in other countries aff ected by war-displacement. The review helped discern how far previous programmes had addressed the importance of social capital for returnees' reintegration, and following on from it we initiated regular communication with actors involved in the implementation of the Revised Strategy at diff erent levels (state, returnee associations, UNHCR, NGOs), which bett er guided our selection of the relevant empirical case studies for this research. Empirical data were collected during intensive four-month fi eldwork in Prijedor, Zvornik, and Novo Goražde. Prijedor and Zvornik are two municipalities in Republika Srpska. They have seen the highest rates of return in BiH, but are well-known too for the pro-active social engagement of their returnees. Novo Goražde 26 with Mjesna zajednica (MZ) 27 Kopači, and other local returnee communities between Novo Goražde and the town of Foča have a long history of receiving aid from the UNHCR and partnering organisations to build their capacities for sustainable return. They were therefore good examples, able to provide longitudinal insights into sustainability eff orts during diff erent phases of return from 1998 until today.
Primary Data Collection
In each selected returnee area the research team conducted one focus group discussion and a number of in-depth, semi-structured, follow-up interviews with returnees who have organised, formally or informally, social networks to benefi t their reintegration interests. Besides those activities, we held a number of informal conversations with a range of actors, including municipal authorities, MZ representatives, school staff , UNHCR staff , and various representatives from returnee associations and local NGO organisations. The original data collected from the fi eldwork was transcribed in Bosnian and then translated into English. Details of the informants are qualitatively presented in the empirical section of this paper, and more informatively at Annex 2.
Focus Groups
During the fi rst part of data collection three mixed-focus groups were conducted in Prijedor (including Kozarac), Zvornik, and Novo Goražde. The groups included members and representatives of formal and informal returnee associations, local authorities and MZs, UNHCR and partnering NGOs, local school representatives, and members and representatives of various social, cultural, religious, and other local associations headed by or composed of returnees.
One dual-moderator focus group was conducted in each of the returnee communities, with one moderator ensuring that sessions progressed well, while another made sure that all topics were covered during each session. A pre-arranged set of questions was devised and used as an enquiry manual during each session.
In Prijedor the focus group discussion was held in the premises of the 'Srcem do Mira' Women's Association in MZ Kozarac. To recruit our informants, contact was initiated with representatives of associations and returnees who were familiar to the research team from earlier research projects and activities conducted in the area. Those individuals then passed on invitations to participate to those returnee associations operating in Prijedor municipality. In the case of Goražde, UNHCR representatives with experience in the area were contacted to obtain information about returnee associations and returnees, and the returnees then suggested other participants. That focus group was hosted in the premises of the local offi ce of the NGO 'Vaša Prava', the UNCHR's non-governmental implementing partner. In Zvornik, we asked the municipal representative of returnees to recommend other informants, who in turn contacted their colleagues from the returnee associations and MZs and invited them along.
The duration of the sessions was between one and three hours, with the one held in MZ Kozarac taking longest because it involved the most participants. That discussion lasted three and a half hours. Audio recordings were made of all the sessions and transcribed into the local languages, and the quotations presented in the following text are English translations from those transcriptions made by the research team. Real names of the participants are omitt ed as we guaranteed anonymity to allow for more fruitful discussion and comments. If names are given they are pseudonyms.
Interviews
In order to obtain properly deep insights and achieve the objectives of this research the second phase of the fi eld work, from January to March 2014, involved the follow-up, semi-structured interviews with individuals who demonstrated the best practice and emerged as the most positive examples during the focus group discussions. Interviews provided deeper understanding of social capital's role in local communities, often the multi-ethnic MZs. Accordingly, fi ve additional comprehensive interviews were conducted with returnee activists and persons directly involved in the work of MZs and local NGOs promoting and implementing the variety of socio-economic, cultural and human rights projects to facilitate sustainable return.
In Kozarac and Prijedor we interviewed three women, Selvira, Maja, and Zekira, all active in driving forward civil society activities and reintegration in their own MZs. We also interviewed Sead, a prominent activist in Kozarac and considered by all locals to be a key individual in leading the return to Kozarac. In Zvornik we interviewed a private entrepreneur, the head of a successful agriculture cooperative employing both returnees and locals in MZ Križevci. In addition, at Novo Goražde, MZ Čajniče, we spent a day with Mr Edin, observing daily life with him on his farm. Mr Edin is a returnee and a successful local entrepreneur, who previously also was a representative of the Local Council for Refugees and Displaced Persons.
Novo Goražde
Novo Goražde municipality represents one of the fi rst known municipalities with early return, especially in MZ Kopači, where the fi rst returnee tents were erected next to war-destroyed property and occupied homes. Today, Kopači has a Bosniak returnee population of 2,215 persons, and our focus group discussion involved three representatives from formal regional and local returnee associations. One representative was from the municipality council for the rights of refugees and displaced persons in Čajniče, one was from UNHCR and had long experience of socio-legal work with returnees in Novo Goražde. All the participants referred to the story of one man and his family, the same Mr Edin. Everyone said that he was an outstanding example of sustainable return in the municipality, so during the follow-up phase of our fi eld work there it was his farm we decided to visit, and we spent the entire day talking to him and his wife at home. Our focus was their personal story of successful return and the factors that had contributed to it, so this was a rare opportunity for us to make participatory fi eld observations. Of course we were able to take photographs and record what was said verbatim (via semi-structured interview) to document thoroughly Mr and Mrs Edin's real experience as returnees. During our fi rst encounter, in the course of the focus group discussion, Mr Edin had pointed out the following: 'We came back to bare ground; we did not have a nail to start with.
[…] an important factor was people's desire and the will to come back to their homes. ' Diff erent international humanitarian organisations like the Swedish SIDA, World Vision, and partner organisations of the UNHCR Refugee Agency channelled and distributed donations. Funds were made available for rebuilding destroyed property and to provide start-up grants to help returnees reconstitute their war-shatt ered lives and re-establish their livelihoods. However, such organisations were criticised by returnees in our discussion group for lacking strict selection criteria and follow-up evaluations in the fi eld. They said that neither coordination between diff erent donors nor assessment of the real needs of returnees were in place, and returnees were left to their own devices to make the best use they could of the pool of donations.
According to earlier research, the lack of coordination and criteria for selection has often undermined the process of re-establishing prewar communities in Eastern Bosnia, since in many places it created inequality and envy and encouraged corruption and discrimination in the distribution of reconstruction aid. 28 In the process many humanitarian organisations relied on village leaders, who were self-appointed or politically nominated. Although sometimes eff ective, without proper follow up evaluation there was often misuse of the system.
Social Bonding
According to Mr Edin from MZ Čajniče, acting as a representative for the Local Council for Refugees and Displaced Persons, social skills were crucial to the reconstruction work because they were essential in determining with whom to cooperate. He explained: 'To implement any project we had to come together and then donors or the UNHCR carried out the selections. ' Within the obstructive economic and political return context that prevails in BiH, focus group participants underlined the importance of the role of the returnee associations in facilitating any action. This is how Mustafa (returnee and head of the Regional Commission for Return to Eastern BiH) justifi ed it:
'It is a well-known fact that the returnees undertook the return projects on their own and on their own initiative, deciding to fi ght for their municipality by the best means possible in order to return to their pre-war homes. All of the associations in Eastern Bosnia are local and cooperate very well. If it weren't for them, none of the returns would have been possible. ' The returnee associations had already been formed in exile, via informal contacts among prewar neighbours which were later transformed into formal networks. Individuals who had had offi cial positions in the MZs prewar took responsibility for the political organisation of the community in exile. Associations became the main organisers of the distribution of food and humanitarian aid, and as a result of their engagement while in exile and upon their return, they were able to communicate closely with the international community and with other organisations helping them return. 29 However, the lack of formal economic support for such organisations has had a clear impact on the eff ects of their work, their outreach, and overall achievements. Meho, one of the interviewees, affi rmed that it is the resourcefulness of the people, returnees themselves, and their commitment that shows the way forward:
'Even today we don't have the state doing anything to support these associations in any way. We sit down amongst ourselves, we decide on our priorities and we see how we can help each other by our own eff orts and resources, with volunteer capacities. Then we have meetings with UNHCR, Catholic Relief Service, and other organisations. ' 
Social Bridging
The greatest progress in returning for this municipality was achieved when the multi-ethnic board of the returnee committ ee was formed and the return was stressed as a movement in two directions. First the occupiers of Bosniak houses, who were Serbs evicted from other parts of Bosnia, began reclaiming their own houses. They then vacated the Bosniak homes, enabling Bosniak returnees to reclaim their own homes in turn.
Social Linking
The Federation BiH and the Bosnia-Podrinje Canton are only a stone's throw apart, but according to representatives of the focus group local politicians show scant interest in supporting return to Kopači and Novo Goražde. The main problem is the presence of divisive ethnic politics that prevents and obstructs return in diff erent ways. Another problem frequently mentioned is the non-transparent fi nancial support to returnees through the municipalities and authorities in charge of donations and distribution. Lack of formal authority for the returnee associations is problematic in this regard but also in many other regards as explained by Meho:
'When the offi cial returnee association has no formal power to work for return in the municipality, then how can we expect anything positive to occur in a climate where only politically approved persons are put in positions to lead the return projects and when the municipality politicians often install their own candidates? Their representatives do not even live in our municipality. ' Aid from the UNHCR accounts for its important role in leading, supporting, and promoting sustainable return, particularly in this municipality. However, it serves only to 'fi ght fi res', while the main responsibility lies at the level of local authorities. According to the UNHCR local offi ce, the local authorities worked in an unstructured ad hoc manner when the implementation of the funded projects took place: ' The main problem was the absence of a strategy. The cluster approach should have been taken in every municipality from the start […] but the UNHCR cannot do everything, we must mobilise the authorities to do more […] the UNHCR only puts out the fi re by helping the most vulnerable.' Mr Edin, in his role as local entrepreneur, sums things up with the following statement: ' We now need to hold on to and keep those who have returned in each MZ and municipality. We need to fi nd means of forcing authorities to create a strategy on the ground, not in the offi ces up there, and let it take three years if that's what's needed.'
Zvornik
Zvornik is one of the largest returnee municipalities in Eastern Bosnia. Although no offi cial statistics are available, 30 unoffi cial estimates show that today Zvornik municipality has approximately 22,000 returnees. 31 During fi eld work and data collection for this research, six informants were recruited for a focus group discussion: three representatives of MZs with the largest numbers of registered returnees (persons who also shared their personal stories as returnees); the representative of the Commission for Return, Development, and Integration; the adviser for sustainable return and restoration at the municipal offi ce; and the president of the Returnee Association in Zvornik (NGO). Additionally, two informants were consulted by telephone as a follow-up interview in the second phase of fi eld work.
Social Bonding
The lack of coordination or strategic planning of the return in this municipality meant that the returnees were forced to organise themselves. As one of the participants pointed out: 'People returned to empty fi elds […] we were hungry, lacking even bread, and at the same time, there were some [international] organisations donating construction material for ruined houses. ' Reliant on each other, the returnees initiated many joint activities in order to get hold of the funds available for the reconstruction of their own houses as well as the local schools and cultural institutions. A high level of social cohesion is 30 The fi nal results of the latest census conducted in October 2013 are currently in the phase of data processing. present in this returnee municipality and was of key importance to achieving the sustainable return seen there:
'When there was a delivery of construction material, no one cared if it's for Huso's or Dževad's house, everyone just put their gloves on, men, women, children; and we all carried the bricks together. That was the spirit!' Their eff orts have in fact signifi cantly improved the overall infrastructure of the municipality even when compared to prewar conditions. 32 The bonding and support among the inhabitants of this municipality was described as the result of self-organised compensation in the context of unemployment and low service delivery. Cooperation between returnees was particularly poignant in cases of offi cial discrimination against and mistreatment of returnee children in schools and elsewhere. In MZ Sultanovići, returnees' joint eff orts in pledging the funding for sustainable return resulted in the construction of an outdoor leisure facility where all the locals regularly come together to socialise.
Social Bridging
Although social bonding is clearly more noticeable than social bridging in this returnee municipality, there are a number of examples of positive practices in Zvornik. That is particularly true when it comes to cooperation and exchange with people of diff erent ethnic backgrounds and experience. 33 All participants in our discussions explicitly insisted that there are no tensions between them and the Bosnian Serbs who are the locally dominant ethnic group. That is signifi cant, especially bearing in mind the numerous physical att acks and demolition of their property that returnees faced in the early phases of their return. 34 Cooperation is most clearly apparent at the level of MZs, where in one instance, neighbouring places, each with either a Bosniak or Serb majority, are nevertheless managing to address communal issues jointly, for example dealing with the maintenance of local roads neglected by the municipality. A representative of another MZ has confi rmed that he had distributed funds for construction of the local road for a non-returnee, Serb MZ, for the sake of future cooperation. There are similarly positive initiatives in the NGO sector, where the Returnee Association of Zvornik is promoting youth activism in cooperation with an NGO led by the local young Serb population.
Social Linking
All participants have expressed their disappointment in all levels of political authority, stating that 'politicians have their fi ngers in all the spheres of life'. As a result, election turnout is poor and there is litt le faith in the possibility of change by means of formal political engagement, with consequent lack of commitment to it. Some positive examples were mentioned of investment by cantonal, federal, and state ministries, but such remarks were usually accompanied by criticism of the low transparency. For instance, people disliked the lack of fair and transparent selection criteria, and other irregularities in the distribution of public funds. Some informants stated that current legal regulation of the return process is comprehensive in theory, but they emphasised that sanctions were lacking in cases when implementation fails in practice.
Prijedor
Prijedor municipality in general and MZ Kozarac in particular are by far the best-known returnee sites in BiH. Kozarac is often referred to as an exceptional example of return in BiH, both by researchers and the wider community. This was immediately refl ected in a large turnout of informants willing to participate in our focus group discussions. The group was conducted in Kozarac and assembled seventeen informants each with a prominent role in the return process in the Prijedor municipality. Participants in the focus group came from a variety of backgrounds and represented a wide spectrum of social, cultural, economic, political, educational, human-rights, and gender-focused organisations in the municipality. They included: members of NGOs active in Prijedor municipality, representatives of MZs, and representatives of the local Kozarac Elementary School. Additionally, to acquire a bett er understanding of the positive development of sustainable return we conducted four more follow-up interviews in the municipality with individual returnees of diff erent demographic backgrounds.
Social Bonding
The main impression gained from the focus group was that the returnee community in Prijedor is indeed an example of a rebuilt community-or perhaps a newly built one-resting on strong interpersonal ties that have secured the sound foundations necessary for the re-establishment of postwar life in this municipality. The means for it have been the initiation and then the development of a huge variety of social activities. The former was emphasised by all informants, and illustrated by one in particular: 'People are organised to a great extent, which is to say we are self-organised […] we are relying on each other and that is the only way to make progress here. ' The fi rst associations had already been organised during the displacement period, when local people were still refugees in neighbouring countries, mainly Croatia; or were internally displaced persons, mainly in Sanski Most. 35 Upon return to Prijedor returnee associations took over the role of community constructors. Primarily they were engaged in the revival of educational and religious institutions in the community, and afterwards focused on tackling specifi c returnee problems through their civil associations. Many informants had been at some point simultaneously leading and participating in multiple associations, and a spirit of volunteerism is strongly present in the community. As one informant stated: 'I am volunteering in all associations. I have no salary, on the contrary, I've only given donations.'
In 1998 during the early stages of return, the association 'Srcem do Mira' had a critical infl uence in amassing and encouraging returnees by initiating social gatherings and debates. The debates encouraged people not only to face their own concerns, but also to fi nd common solutions. 36 One of its greatest accomplishments was the reopening of elementary schools in this returnee community, in which civil society associations in cooperation with the other members of the MZ played the crucial role. Here is a good example illustrating the synergy in the community: ' The parents and pupils were organised into sections. The council of parents and council of pupils were organised to lead the action of reopening schools in Kozarac. Associations were behind them, keeping an eye on them, protecting their rights, informing them about legislation and their scope for action accordingly. Associations functioned as a bridge to important persons from the international community, to OHR, OSCE, etc.'
Other associations assisted in the process of re-establishing the local economy by creating employment opportunities or by building capacity and education. One member of a women's association said: 'We had a project to educate women in sewing, hairdressing, cooking, and similar activities. We even registered the enterprise, with six women employed full-time. ' An important incentive for return and subsequent development of the MZ in Kozarac was the establishment of networks and various kinds of contacts with war-displaced relatives and neighbours who had sett led abroad. By creating an internet platform and news portals the returnees managed to re-establish 35 Cf. Dahlman / Tuathail, Broken Bosnia. 36 Cf. Sivac-Briyant, An Ethnography of Contested Return.
contact with relatives and friends across the world, thereby re-making links with the community destroyed by the war. 37 With respect to social bonding, all informants consider that the Local Islamic Community Centre had a very important if not vital role in the process of return. Because of the lack of institutional support provided by the state, the Local Islamic Community Centre came to be seen as the glue that could hold the returnee community together. Indeed, we were told that the fi rst returnees to the Prijedor municipality, who paved the way for the others, were the imams, and they conducted burial services and other religious ceremonies for the displaced persons.
Social Bridging
There are a number of positive examples of social bridging between Bosniak returnees and the Bosnian Serbs of Prijedor. The most prominent is a project implemented through the joint activities of a youth returnee association in Kozarac and two Serb NGOs in Prijedor. However, the fi rst contact was made by the women's association 'Srcem do Mira' in 1998, when they organised a conference to which they invited Serb NGOs, with the intention of opening discussion about return. In addition, and again through 'Srcem do Mira', youth camps have been organised for each of the last four years. The camps have seen gatherings of young people from the whole country, and the aim has been to promote reconciliation and highlight the importance of remembrance. There are sporting competitions, eco-friendly events, and educational workshops on traffi c safety for young people of diff erent ethnic backgrounds. All very important and constructive activities, as one informant recognised:
'Children from Omarska, Trnopolje, were all in one place socialising with each other. By riding bikes together, by exchanging their Facebook accounts, by realising that they cheer for the same football club, the children learn about their similarities.'
One informant also indicated that there is wide cooperation among associations based on similar activities and regardless of diff erent ethnic backgrounds: 'When one football coach is talking to another, they are not a Serb and a Bosniak, they are two football coaches!'
One of the most vibrant examples of social bridging is related to the multiethnic MZ Raškovac. The fi rst Bosniaks were returning as early as 1999 to this urban area of Prijedor, well-known for its football club, and vivid cultural life of social clubs and societies before the war. It was a woman called Selvira, a Bosniak returnee to Raškovac, who managed to achieve the reconstruction of the social life of the community. She pointed out that at times, establishing cooperation in the MZ had been extremely challenging, while cooperation with authorities had been if anything even more diffi cult. Yet she had managed to secure funds for the reconstruction of local roads, street lighting, cultural facilities, and playgrounds. Selvira explained:
'I've managed to bring them to their senses, both Serbs and Bosniaks. The Mayor needed 300 votes, and he got 380 votes. I did that by lobbying, knocking on every door. That's how I managed to wake up the Serbs and prove that I am a representative of all citizens equally.' Furthermore, at Selvira's request, the mayor supported the organisation of a communal funeral for war victims, one of the most important religious gatherings for the returnees in Prijedor. She declares: 'That's politics, you've go to give to get!' The association that she later established for the women in her MZ was an important facilitator of economic reintegration for returnees and the wider women's community in Prijedor. Local entrepreneurs off ered employment to the seamstresses she trained.
Social Linking
Although the majority of them were receiving some funding from authorities at diff erent levels, all the associations represented in the Prijedor focus group emphasised that they lacked proper funding, legal and legislative support, general advice, and a systemic approach to the problems of sustainable return that they tackle every day. However, despite that all of them successfully implement a wide range of activities without any fi rm support from the government, which led to the following comment:
'Politics aff ects our lives constantly; the time has come for us to infl uence politics! If you're not a member of some political party, there is no assistance for anything […] . No one focuses on MZ and development needs. ' A number of informants were indeed politically engaged, but they saw no possibility of achieving prosperity in the existing political context since electoral turnout by Bosniaks is generally low. One of our informants pointed out that the city of Prijedor receives funds in the name of return, but the actual returnees obtain minimal benefi t from those funds: 'We are not included in those processes, and don't have political mechanisms to control them. ' To maintain the positive eff ects of their struggle for sustainable return, returnee NGOs and representatives of local communities in Kozarac have recently taken a step forward in claiming authority by launching an initiative for the recognition of MZ Kozarac as a municipality. Sead, another informant, explained: ' We are all involved in the process of establishing the municipality; citizens, individuals, lobbyists, NGOs, religious communities both Islamic and Catholic. It's a joint eff ort. […] We have the working groups, tasks are assigned and they're almost completed. ' When asked their expectations of the outcomes of this legal goal, he replied: 'We expect to go all the way to the court in Strasbourg.'
Conclusions
This research shows how over the long term sustainable return to BiH is inextricably bound up with the possibilities of full reintegration into a home society. It is inevitable that it will be greatly aff ected by the state of social capital, and how that capital is used and developed at the local municipality (community) level by the returnees themselves.
The returnee associations and NGOs stood out in the statements of all the focus groups as the key generators of return, expediting the implementation of DPA's Annex VII. Evidently, the most prevalent means of social bonding among returnees from the same backgrounds had already occurred while they were still in exile or IDPs and that was further developed during the early return phases from 1997-2000. After that, action was needed for reconstruction of property and to rebuild war-shatt ered livelihoods but also the social life in the communities and its overall social fabric.
In all three municipalities, joint activities and social cohesion were crucial to returnees in their quests to reclaim and rebuild their destroyed property, and simultaneously they provided a forum for exchange of information about donations available to do so. It is evident that organisation of public events and civil activities initiated, led, and composed by returnees or pro-returnee associations, were the key promoters and facilitators of return in all its segments. First, there had been sharing of primary pre-return information and even simply taking the initiative to return. Then, places had to be secured to return to, and the rights of returnees had to be promoted and fought for. Finally, there is the general necessity to push for reintegration projects at the micro level in local communities, which are where the real problems of sustainable return are recognised and tackled daily.
Within the unfavourable economic and political return context it is often underlined that returnee associations have the most important role in facilitating postwar normalisation. However, deprived of formal and systematic fi nancial support, organisations have been able to play only a limited formal role in reintegration programmes and in sustaining them. Clearly, what we have today in these returnee communities, referred to as positive practices (be it economic or social), would not have been in place had it not been for the greatest possible eff orts of the returnees themselves and of voluntary work through the associations. Individuals too have been crucial in making common cause for the reconstruction of life in local communities.
In each municipality there has been positive social bridging. Transethnic ties have focused on generational exchange through youth initiatives, promoting improvements in people's lives and helping sustain development in the municipality. Socialisation and cooperation have been most visible and eff ective at micro levels in local communities, where neighbouring groups address maintenance and development matt ers working together. Generally, everyday life brings returnees and non-returnees and all diff erent social groups together. In all three communities there seems to be a great deal of interest in socialising, and people seem to want to contribute to social life and sociocultural development in their communities. However, offi cial politics, still based on divisive ethnic rhetoric, promotes few such benefi cial activities, and even obstructs them.
The fi ndings of this research clearly suggest that sustainable return requires fi eld-based strategic planning and comprehensive evaluations. The positive examples we found in all three returnee areas are obviously dependent on resourceful individual returnees and the ability of returnee communities to exploit their own capacity to address the shortage or even complete absence of social service delivery at municipality level. Such returnee groups have done this through their engagement in civil society. The most vivid examples of social bridging and bonding have been developed through ties in local communities precisely when they have had to address such shortages.
It is clear that returnee associations and returnee activism need to become formally and methodically supported, empowered by the international actors in this fi eld and incorporated into current and future sustainability programmes. Recognition of returnees' informal capacities and skills, hitherto withheld by those international actors at local community level, is therefore the next step in a process the government and its partnering international organisations are strongly advised to support. An effi cient tool to identify targeted benefi ciaries is available in the social competencies and the principle of relationships that the returnee associations and NGOs already embody.
It is a high time that systematic and methodological support programmes were installed for the highly diverse returnee population across BiH. Programmes should draw on the multitude of social resources belonging to displaced persons and returnees, for those resources evidently play a crucial role in the reintegration process. 
